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Abstract 
This paper reports the findings of a qualitative study which investigated 25 international students’ use 
of online information resources for study purposes at two Australian universities. Using an expanded 
critical incident approach, the study viewed international students through an information literacy 
lens, as information-using learners. The findings are presented in two complementary parts: as a word 
picture that describes their whole experience of using online information resources to learn; and as a 
tabulated set of critical findings that summarises their associated information literacy learning needs. 
The word picture shows international students’ resource use as a complex interplay of eight inter-
related elements: students; information-learning environment; interactions (with online resources); 
strengths-challenges; learning-help; affective responses; reflective responses; cultural-linguistic 
dimensions. In using online resources, the international students experience an array of strengths and 
challenges, and an apparent information literacy imbalance between their more developed 
information skills and less developed critical information use. The critical findings about information 
literacy needs provide a framework for developing an inclusive informed learning approach that 
responds to international students’ complex information using experiences and needs. While the study 
is situated in Australia, the findings are of potential interest to educators, information professionals 
and researchers worldwide who seek to support learning in culturally diverse higher education 
contexts. 
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Introduction 
 
International students bring a rich diversity of personal, professional, educational and cultural 
experiences to learning at their host university. However, in their study-related use of online 
information, they also experience various challenges associated with unfamiliar information 
sources and practices, academic language and learning approaches. These challenges are 
especially significant in contemporary educational environments where learning is 
increasingly mediated by online technologies. While host university libraries and the Internet 
provide access to almost boundless online information, the students need well developed 
information literacy to use online resources to their full potential. In order to support 
international students’ transition and learning in this dynamic context it is essential to 
understand their information using experiences and information literacy learning needs. 
Consequently, this paper presents the findings of a qualitative study that investigated the 
study-related online information use of 25 international students at two Australian 
universities.   
 
After briefly outlining the research background and method, the paper concentrates on the 
findings, which are presented in two complementary parts: as a word picture, or textual 
description, of  the students’ whole experience of using online information resources to learn 
with its eight inter-related elements; and as a set of tabulated critical findings that summarises 
their associated information literacy learning needs. The final discussion proposes the 
development of an inclusive informed learning approach that responds holistically to 
international students’ complex information using experiences and information literacy 
learning needs.  
 
International students and information literacy 
 
Aim and background of the study 
 
This qualitative study responds to Bruce’s (2008:62) recommendation that: ‘In order to best 
help students learn, it is also helpful to have an understanding of their experience’. It aims to 
promote greater understanding among university educators and information professionals 
about how international students use online information resources for study purposes and 
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their associated information literacy learning needs. Its intended outcome is to enhance 
information literacy curriculum and pedagogy. 
 
The study (Hughes 2009) addresses key imperatives of contemporary higher education 
relating to internationalisation and online learning. International students constitute a 
significant proportion of university populations around the world and contribute to their 
cultural diversity. In Australia, international students represent almost 18% of the university 
population (IDP 2008b) and the nation’s third greatest export (IDP 2008a). Beyond statistical 
and commercial concerns, international students contribute to ‘the noisy tapestry of cultures 
that brings energy and colour to the campuses and the libraries of the universities of our 
times’ (McSwiney 2001:210). However, international students experience various challenges 
in their transition to life and study at their host university, where they may encounter various 
culturally or educationally unfamiliar conditions (Ryan 2005). These include research-based 
learning approaches and academic online resources such as journal databases and specialist 
online information sources (DiMartino and Zoe 2000; Mehra and Bilal 2007; Liao, Finn and 
Lu 2007).  
 
To support students’ information use and learning, most universities offer information 
literacy education. As a theoretical concept, information literacy is variously understood 
(Andretta 2005; Bruce, Edwards and Lupton 2006;  Bruce 1997; Lloyd 2006). Librarians 
have traditionally led developments in information literacy education and increasingly they 
collaborate with teaching staff to integrate or embed it into the curriculum (Peacock 2008). 
Information literacy education is often developed in line with established standards, such as 
the Australian and New Zealand framework for information literacy (Bundy 2004). While 
standards are useful for developing comprehensive instruction programs, they tend to 
engender a ‘tick the box’ approach (Johnston and Webber 2003, 337) by concentrating on 
basic information skills such as the mechanics of database searching. International students 
are often differentiated as ‘special needs’ or ‘non-traditional’ students, with an assumed range 
of difficulties to be addressed through special information literacy programs (for examples 
see Trew 2006). This approach tends to promote a deficit teaching approach (Biggs 2003) 
with an emphasis on learner differences and difficulties. Moreover, it becomes unsustainable 
with increasing numbers and diversity of international students.  
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In contrast, this study (Hughes 2009) seeks to inclusively support international students as 
information using learners within the culturally diverse educational mainstream. It 
considers their use of online information resources to be integral to their whole learning 
experience, rather than as a set of discrete skills to be mastered. Conceptually, the study 
builds upon an understanding of information literacy as ‘a complex of different ways of 
interacting with information’ (Bruce, Edwards and Lupton 2006:18). It aligns with Bruce’s 
(1997) relational model of information literacy and the notion of an inextricable 
connection between using information and learning (Bruce 2008; Lupton 2008), where 
learning is defined as coming to see or experience the world in new ways (Marton and 
Booth 1997).  
 
Method  
 
This study sought in-depth understandings about international students’ real life experiences 
of using online resources for study purposes.  Its exploratory nature called for a qualitative 
research approach. Building upon critical incident technique (CIT; Flanagan 1954), the study 
adopted an expanded critical incident approach (ECIA). The ECIA involved an iterative 
process with five inter-related phases: planning, collection, analysis, interpretation and 
reflection (Hughes 2007, 2009).   Participants were 25 international students
1
 at two 
Australian universities. The investigation focused on critical incidents associated with 
assignments they had recently completed using online information resources. For data 
collection, the students took part in semi-structured interviews and also carried out an 
observed task of searching for information on a set topic using the library’s online catalogue, 
a journal database and Google. The interviews and observed task yielded extensive and rich 
data, which were analysed through an inductive analysis process involving both binary 
categorisation (as per CIT) and thematic interpretation. As outlined below, the findings form 
two complementary parts: a descriptive word picture of international students’ experience of 
using online information resources to learn; and a set of tabulated critical findings about their 
associated information literacy learning needs. The word picture provides context and rich 
description (McClanahan, 1999). The critical findings pinpoint particular aspects for 
intervention, serving a similar purpose to critical behaviours in CIT. 
                                               
1
 International students are defined as students holding a short-term study visa issued by the Australian 
Government (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, n.d.; Department of 
Immigration and Citizenship, n.d.).  Pseudonyms are used in this paper to preserve participants’ anonymity.  
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Word picture: The whole experience  
 
This word picture describes international students’ experience of using online information 
resources to learn.  As shown in Figure 1 below, it is a complex experience, or an interplay 
of eight inter-connected elements. The whole experience is situated within the information-
learning environment of their culturally diverse online-intensive host university. The central 
elements of the experience are: students (diverse information-using learners); and 
interactions (their active engagement with online resources). The five surrounding elements 
represent dimensions of the students’ interactions with online resources: strengths-challenges 
(particular capabilities and difficulties in using online resources); learning-help (support 
students gain in using online resources via formal information literacy education and informal 
help); affective responses (their feelings about online resources); reflective responses (their 
thoughts about the whole experience of using online resources); and languages-cultures 
(linguistic and cultural aspects of their experience). Key features of each element are 
described in the following sub-sections.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Elements of international students’ experience of using online resources to learn  
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Information-learning environment  
The international students are immersed in an information-learning environment that is 
culturally diverse and online-intensive. They are enrolled at one of two Australian 
universities, with differing student populations. Twelve are studying at a campus that caters 
exclusively for about 900 international students of widely varying nationalities, while thirteen 
are at a ‘mainstream’ campus with about 2,000 thousand domestic and international students. 
At both sites, they have access to and are required to engage with a wide range of online 
information resources for learning purposes.   
 
Students  
The 25 international students reflect the cultural and linguistic diversity of Australia’s 
international student population (DEEWR, n.d.). The group includes male and female, 
undergraduate and postgraduate students, aged between 20 and 50 years. They come from 15 
different countries across Asia, Europe (including the UK), the Middle East, India and South 
America. Collectively, they speak about 20 different languages. While English is their 
common language, it is seldom a student’s principal language. The students have varied 
educational backgrounds. Three are recent school-leavers, but most fall into the 20-30 year 
old group. The majority have previous experience of higher education, although two 
participants have none. Individuals report a similarly varied range of professional 
experiences, which include: soldier, professional golfer, economist, salesperson, university 
lecturer and builder. As outlined in this paper, their experiences of using online information 
resources for study purposes at their host university are also varied.  
 
Interactions with online information resources 
At both universities, the international students have access to a similarly extensive range of 
online information resources via their library website and the wider Internet. Both university 
libraries actively promote information literacy education in various ways. However, the 
students’ interactions with online resources are quite limited, in terms of the range and 
academic level of resources used and their resource using techniques.  
 
For the assignments (i.e. critical incidents) at the heart of this study, the students often use 
publicly available Internet sites, via search engines such as Google or Yahoo!. While most 
also use academic resources, these were mainly general purpose, multidisciplinary databases, 
such as ProQuest or Emerald. In contrast, very few use a discipline-specific database, such as 
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ProQuest Computing or ACM digital library, or specialist sources such as ABS or CCH. The 
resources used are generally appropriate to the students’ broad information needs. However, 
by relying mainly on more general sources, the students overlook academic and discipline-
specific resources that might enrich their assignment or provide specialist focus on the topic.  
 
During the observed task, the international students tend to apply effective basic information 
searching skills, although their overall approaches were often unstrategic and uncritical, 
indicating an apparent information literacy imbalance (Hughes, Bruce and Edwards 2007) 
between more developed skills and less developed critical information use. For example, one 
student effectively carried out a database search, by entering two terms appropriate to the 
topic, but then quite randomly chose a resource from the search results list, without critically 
evaluating its academic quality or relevance to the topic.  
 
Strengths-Challenges 
The international students bring considerable strengths to their information use and learning, 
especially with regard to their varied cultural and linguistic knowledge and professional and 
educational experiences. However, like other international students (Ryan 2005) they also 
experience a complex array of challenges, both in their transition to life and study in 
Australia and in their interactions with online information resources (DiMartino and Zoe 
2000; Mehra and Bilal 2007; Liao Finn and Lu 2007). 
 
Students’ strengths are evident in their Internet skills, varied cultural knowledge and 
linguistic capabilities. Most of the students are regular users of email, Google and online chat 
services like MSN. Some have developed particular information searching ‘tricks’, drawing 
on their linguistic or cultural knowledge. For example, Nik uses the near hits feature of Ask 
Jeeves to identify synonyms and supplement his English vocabulary, Len uses the Google 
translation tool to determine the meaning of complex terms, and Jan uses the cache facility in 
Google to view highlighted search words and save reading time.  
 
Some students take advantage of their linguistic fluency to extend the range of information 
available by accessing Internet sites from their home country or in a language other than 
English. Thus, Rod mainly uses Chinese Google, because it is easier to choose appropriate 
sites and search terms in his principal language. Len first conducts a search in Spanish using 
Yahoo Méjico to gain a general understanding of a topic, then he repeats the search using 
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English search terms in an English language search engine. Alf searches Chinese Google 
using English search terms to simultaneously access information from Chinese and English 
websites.   
 
Challenges are of three main types: unfamiliarity, information overflow, and access. The 
international students experience unfamiliarity in various ways. On a personal level, it is 
often associated with loneliness or strangeness of the information-learning environment at 
their host university. For example, Tom (from Vietnam) comments: ‘It seemed to me that I 
dropped from another planet to the earth ... very, very isolated … and no friends to help’. On 
an educational level, students may be challenged by unfamiliar academic practices involving 
the use of information resources. Students  from countries as varied as Poland, China and 
Indonesia mention that they find the emphasis on self-directed learning and online resources 
hard, since they are generally more used to teacher and textbook-centred learning. For 
example, Sun (from Jordan) says he is surprised by the ‘excessive use of online teaching … 
previously we didn’t have that much access to online learning.’ Han comments: ‘We are not 
used to the assignment stuff … [In Australia] we have to think [for] ourself… use our ideas 
… We had to sit in front of the computer all the time… [But] in India, we never use a 
computer … to find some information for our studies’. Unfamiliar academic conventions, 
such as referencing and plagiarism, also prove challenging for some students. Compounding 
these challenges, interpersonal uncertainties and unfamiliarity with differing professional 
roles sometimes prevent students from seeking help and communicating with academic and 
library staff.  
 
While some of the students have previously used a library to gain study-related materials, 
most are unfamiliar with the academic online resources. Before coming to Australia, the great 
majority have used the Internet for personal purposes and about two thirds have used it for 
study. However, irrespective of country of origin, language and life experiences, very few of 
the students have previously used a library catalogue or academic journal databases. This 
unfamiliarity is evident in certain misconceptions they express, such as: ‘theory’ is (only) 
found in books; one particular database is always best; and students need to pay to use online 
resources. Rod (from China) considers that information is deliberately ‘hidden’ on the 
Internet for political reasons.  
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Unfamiliarity challenges often have a linguistic or cultural dimension. English is an 
additional language for most of the students, yet they often need to interact with online 
information resources with unfamiliar academic English styles, specialist terminology and 
bibliographic jargon. Some students experience difficulty in selecting search terms and 
synonyms due to their limited English vocabulary, while others find it hard to scan and 
evaluate online journal articles written in academic English. In addition, culturally-specific 
content and humour sometimes hinder students’ understanding and use of online information.  
For example, one student mentions difficulty in identifying relevant Australian government 
documents, while another is puzzled by references in an online article to the quintessential 
Australian comedy film Crocodile Dundee.  
 
Information overflow (a term coined by Nik) describes challenges in managing multiple 
information types, online resources and strategies. For example, Mat describes the range of 
online resources available as ‘mind boggling’. Some students find it difficult to differentiate 
one resource from another and waste time trying several online tools before identifying a 
suitable one.  At times they experience overflow in the range of search options and functions 
offered by online tools and lengthy results lists. For example, Len comments that his library 
web page contains too much information and as a result: ‘The website you confuse … and 
you lose all interested … you saturate your brains’.  
 
Access challenges relate mainly to technology and online navigation. Some students 
experience technical difficulties in accessing the university system, due to hardware failure or 
slow dial-up Internet connection. Occasionally, students report difficulties with printing and 
emailing information, as well as the cost of printing, and limited access to library printers 
over the week-end on one campus.  A few students mention that poor interface design makes 
it difficult to navigate online resources. Van says:  ‘I know there is a lot of good information 
there but I just don’t really know how to get hold of it’. One student mentions difficulty in 
identifying databases with full-text articles, while others find the library catalogue hard to 
use. Ann comments that the catalogue is ‘too sophisticated’, with too many links. Due to 
these kinds of difficulties, Nik says that he does not use the catalogue since it is easier to find 
books by browsing the library shelves.  
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Learning-Help  
The complex challenges outlined above indicate considerable learning support needs. All 
except two students have gained some kind of informal help from librarians, lecturers or 
friends. However, only a third has participated in formal information literacy education of 
any kind, despite information literacy programs provided by the library at both universities. 
Most students are unaware of online help services and tutorials provided by their university 
library.  
 
With regard to formal information literacy education, only 2 students have attended a library 
orientation session and 5 students have attended introductory information skills classes. They 
report that these sessions were useful, in providing a general overview of library services, but 
were overly brief and generic. Alf mentions that he attended three introductory classes (over 
two semesters) which helped him learn to use journal databases, but he is still unsure how to 
use the library catalogue. He indicates that these three sessions were repetitive and did not 
progress towards more advanced practices. While three students report that information 
literacy classes were a part of their course, only two appear to have experienced collaborative 
teaching by library and academic staff. Only Tom has experienced more in-depth information 
literacy learning through a course-based unit and a research workshop. The latter, which 
included online resource use and academic writing, is the only instance of an integrated 
learning approach. 
 
The students’ limited participation in formal information literacy education appears to be 
associated more with their limited awareness or opportunity, than intentional avoidance. 
Several students express a wish for more in-depth and subject-specific instruction to be built 
into their coursework. Some mention that the scheduling of introductory sessions in the 
orientation or first week of semester is unsatisfactory, especially for international students 
who arrive after the semester has started. They are mostly unaware of voluntary information 
literacy education sessions offered by their library. 
 
Most of the students have gained informal help. Many have sought help from library staff 
with generally positive outcomes. Several express appreciation for librarians’ availability, 
approachability or willingness to take time to teach students how to use online resources and 
referencing. However, some students say they feel shy about approaching the library staff for 
help, and a few seem unaware of help available at the library. Almost half the students seek 
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practical help, encouragement or critical feedback relating to online resources from friends. 
Han finds it beneficial to work with an Australian friend, who she thinks is more familiar 
with online resources. On the whole, they find lecturers and tutors less able or willing to 
provide support; and when forthcoming, they generally give information about particular 
databases and links to Internet sites, but little guidance in using online resources for the 
course or assignment.  
 
The students seldom seek support online for their study related information use: one has 
accessed the Library’s Ask a Librarian service, another has sought help from friends via 
MSN chat with friends. While two students have used an online library guide, one of them 
says he found it too time-consuming and gave up. None of the students have used the online 
information literacy tutorials provided by their university library. On the other hand, a few 
say they have learned independently to use online resources: Pete ‘by doing’, Rod ‘by 
experience’.  
 
Affective responses 
The international students’ affective responses are integral to their experience of using online 
information resources, since their feelings about online resources both result from and 
influence interactions with them. The students’ responses vary between more positive feelings 
of happiness, satisfaction and excitement and less positive feelings of frustration, tiredness, 
anger, nervousness, uncertainty and disappointment. Notably, the international students in 
this study report a wider variety of feelings than reported in other studies about students’ 
information seeking and use (for example, Kulthau 2004; Mehra and Bilal 2007). 
 
The students’ more positive responses relate to the convenience and practicality of online 
resources. For example, Len says he feels satisfied because ‘you learn something new and … 
can get more information’. Two students even describe online resources as ‘friends’.  
 
The students’ less positive responses often relate to the unfamiliarity of online resources, 
challenges in navigating them and time taken. Pat says she feels ‘nervous’ about finding 
results, and Cal felt ‘unsettled’ on first encountering online resources. Mat strikingly says: ‘I 
have always started with a feeling of panic … because it’s really a voyage into the unknown’. 
He describes feelings of fear, and later frustration, associated with not knowing how to use 
online resources. In addition, some experience physical symptoms, such as tiredness and sore 
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eyes. Bev comments: ‘Too much computer makes you feel sick’. Students dislike various 
features of online resources, such as the complexity of the library catalogue or bland colours 
and layout of the library website. Lia finds the black and white font used in databases is 
boring and makes it difficult to differentiate one database from another. Several are 
(needlessly) concerned about the cost of using online resources. For example, Sam says it is 
‘sad’ that you need to pay for the information you find using a database. Rod describes even 
stronger feelings: ‘To sum up – I hate it … cause it come up too many rubbish and ask me too 
many time … for the name and password … they looking for money.’ 
 
In some cases, students’ less positive affective responses compromise their resource using 
outcomes. For example, Van tried to use a journal database and consulted a help guide. 
Annoyed that this was time consuming, he turned to Google because it gave him ‘more 
straightforward answers’. Rod became so frustrated that he decided not to continue using 
online resources, but to ‘buy the book - I think that’s the good way’.  
 
Students’ sometimes have mixed feelings about online resources. For example, Lyn 
acknowledges that she is happy that online resources are convenient, useful and faster 
although she says they also ‘make me crazy, too much information’. Overall the students 
seem to appreciate the benefits of online resources for study, although they do not necessarily 
enjoy using them. 
 
Reflective responses 
Through their Reflective responses the students look backwards and forwards over their 
whole experience of using online information resources to learn. Reflecting backwards, they 
provide first-hand insights about the nature of this experience; looking forwards, they offer 
recommendations to educators for improving the outcomes of the experience.   
 
Reflecting backwards, the international students generally consider their overall experience to 
be positive, describing it variously as ‘amazing’, ‘great’, ‘excellent’ and ‘helpful’. Despite 
various challenges, they generally accept the necessity to use online resources. Tom insists 
that ‘every international student needs to be prepared to work online’. The students offer a 
variety of reasons for describing their experience as positive, most often that using online 
resources has enabled them to gain information needed for their assignment. A few students 
state that learning to use databases brings new knowledge, educational and professional 
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benefits, beyond completing assignments. Sun says that using databases has opened his mind 
to new information sources. Importantly, given the culturally diverse learning environment, 
Liz considers online resources have enabled her to develop cultural understanding. Van adds 
that online resources contribute to successful group work and give him the opportunity to 
develop local knowledge: ‘the Australian point of view’. Han also considers that using online 
resources improves her English vocabulary. 
   
The students tend to associate using online resources with learning. Thus Tom claims that 
‘online resources and studying is inseparatable’ while Cal describes online resources as ‘an 
asset of education … a catalyst for you to learn’. Bev considers that they offer her a ‘different 
kind of learning’ and Jan reports that online resources increase her knowledge-base by 
leading her to new and unexpected information. Pete considers that searching for information 
with online resources can be ‘pleasurable’ if you ‘turn the problem into a challenge’. For Sun 
using online resources is empowering: ‘It’s all about knowledge, information. If you have 
knowledge, you have power’. 
 
On a less positive note, Pete finds using online resources to be impersonal in taking away ‘the 
correspondence between people. However, only Ann describes her overall experience of 
using online resources to be completely negative, since a combination of unfamiliarity with 
resources and limited time and help led to unsatisfactory results.  
 
The ambivalent responses of some students convey the complexity of their resource using 
experience. According to Lia: ‘It’s convenient, but also trouble - rather a paradox - to pick up 
the most useful information from heaps of information’.  The nature of the experience can 
change over time. Tom describes how his initial experience was quite negative, since he 
lacked preparation having come from ‘a very poor country and very disadvantaged’. 
However, he now cannot imagine how he will continue to research in Vietnam without access 
to the range of online databases he has come to use in Australia.  
 
Reflecting forwards, the international students offer various recommendations for improving 
online resources and information literacy education. For online resources, their suggestions 
include the development of more user-friendly and colourful interfaces, with clearer 
signposting and menus to assist navigation. For example, Ann suggests a less complex 
Google-like design for the library website and catalogue. Mat recommends taking the 
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Amazon website as a model for improving the functionality of academic resources. He also 
suggests the creation of subject-specialist pages within the library web page and the provision 
of online guides to leading writers in a particular field. Han recommends that online materials 
should be written in simple language, supported by informative graphics because ‘it’s easier 
for us to … go to the pictures than the readings’. Alf suggests that the library create a website 
providing access to reliable information about: ‘Australia, Australia’s statistics, or 
Australians, or sometimes government websites.’  
 
Regarding information literacy education, students suggest more extensive, more varied and 
conveniently scheduled learning opportunities, which are needs-based and ongoing. They 
request course-related sessions to follow up generic orientations, and the inclusion of 
assignment writing and referencing. Liz adds that educators should cater more for 
international students’ diverse backgrounds by giving international examples rather than 
focusing on Australian examples: ‘I understand that there are more Australians than 
international students … but … there is a growing number of international students and I 
think there needs to be some balance.’ 
 
Individual learning preferences are quite varied. Some students favour hands-on practice in 
using online resources, although Mat prefers demonstrations by teachers, and Sam considers 
that students need the motivation of continuing face-to-face learning. Han suggests the 
provision of online introductory information within the course website, instead of (or in 
addition to) the library website. No one recommends online tutorials, with Tom commenting 
that online tutorials are unhelpful for students already facing difficulties with working online. 
 
Students indicate the need for more flexible scheduling of information literacy education, to 
allow for international students’ varied circumstances. Sam suggests that participation should 
be voluntary, while others see it as an essential element of their course. Nik suggests that 
information literacy sessions should begin early in the semester, to enable students to prepare 
for their first assignments, because many students ‘first of all just struggle to get the material 
before getting into the assignment itself’. However, Han prefers sessions later in semester to 
allow for late-arriving students. Nik also points out that information literacy education should 
be ongoing, to allow students to continue to develop throughout their course. Students 
suggest that they would be willing to spend considerable time in learning how to use online 
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resources, ranging from a two hour, half day or whole day session, an in-depth week-end 
workshop, to a series of classes throughout the semester.  
 
No one expresses a wish for international students to be treated specially or given separate 
instruction. According to Cal, international students should ‘try to learn to change … have an 
open mind’. However, given the diversity of international students and their educational 
experiences, Tom recommends ongoing analysis of individuals’ learning needs. He also 
indicates the importance for educators to proactively identify and offer support to 
international students who are experiencing challenges: ‘Some time … they [educators] take 
things for granted, in their assumption every student know that. But really some international 
student didn’t know that.  We came from a different background and we really need help’.  
 
Languages-Cultures 
Linguistic and cultural dimensions are intrinsic to the students’ whole experience of using 
online resources. They are evident in the diversity of the students; they impact on their 
resource-using strengths and challenges; and they colour their affective and reflective 
responses. For example, in their interactions with both online resources and educators, the 
students need to negotiate varied styles of oral and written English, social and educational 
practices, and specialist knowledge. In addition, linguistic-cultural dimensions and affective 
responses are often closely linked. For example, Len describes a time when he experienced 
difficulty in identifying appropriate information search terms due to his limited English 
vocabulary. This caused him to feel tired and frustrated. However, he persevered and 
eventually gained better results and more positive feelings. This became a positive learning 
experience for future information searching: ‘So in this moment you feel the satisfaction: ‘Ah 
that’s good!’ And be patient, and don’t panic. Continue’. 
  
The effects of linguistic and cultural dimensions vary from one individual to the next and are 
associated with resource-using strengths as well as challenges. On the one hand, some 
international students find it helpful to access non-English online sources. Some students 
from Malaysia and India say that studying in English seems natural, since it is the  principal 
language for education in their home country. On the other hand, Sam (from India) and Van 
(from Sweden) report difficulties with reading and writing academic English, which 
ironically are similar to those reported by Pete, a native English speaker from England. 
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Some students consider that linguistic or cultural variations set them at a disadvantage, 
compared with Australian students. However, others consider that being an international 
student does not affect their use of online resources. They see themselves simply as students, 
rather than as international students, who sometimes share similar linguistic and cultural 
challenges with domestic students. For example, Lyn describes a case where international and 
domestic students viewed advertisements from each others’ country. Both groups were 
unable to understand the intended message of the advertisement from each other’s country. 
Importantly, Ali points out the inappropriateness of generalising about international students’ 
experiences since: ‘It’s very different for each country … Culture does affect it, but it also 
depends on one’s experience’. 
 
Critical findings: Information literacy learning needs 
 
In examining international students’ experience of using online information resources to 
learn, the study revealed an array of information literacy learning needs. These are 
summarised in Table 1 below, as a set of critical findings. Needs are grouped according to 
particular elements of the students’ experience (as outlined in Figure 1). The left hand column 
shows international students’ learning needs, while the right hand column shows their 
learning support needs, respectively indicating what the students need to ‘do’ (ie. learn) and 
what educators need to ‘do’ (ie. support students’ learning) (Biggs, 2003).  
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Table 1 Critical Findings: International students’ information literacy learning needs 
 
Learning – students need to … Learning support - educators need to … 
 
Students 
 Share their diverse knowledge with students and 
educators  
 Indicate particular challenges and needs 
 Develop informed understanding of students’ 
diverse cultural, linguistic, educational backgrounds 
Information-learning environment 
 Develop familiarity with online information-
learning environment  
 Develop familiarity with learning approaches  at 
their host university  
 
 Investigate needs and apply strategies to support 
international students’ transition to life and study in 
the host country, eg: 
Enable  students to develop familiarity with self-
directed and online learning  
Interactions with online resources 
 Extend conceptual understandings about information 
and its uses  
 Extend familiarity with academic and specialist 
online resources  
 Extend online information using techniques  
 Develop critical and strategic approach to using 
information 
 Identify and develop curriculum and pedagogical 
approaches that respond to international students’ 
information using challenges, especially relating to: 
unfamiliarity; information overflow; online access; 
information literacy imbalance 
 
Strengths-Challenges 
 Share particular information searching ‘tricks’ with 
other students and educators 
 Apply existing cultural knowledge and linguistic 
proficiencies to current information-learning  
 Enable students to identify particular strengths and 
challenges 
 Encourage students to actively build on strengths 
and address challenges 
Learning- Help 
 Actively participate in information literacy learning 
opportunities 
 Identify and seek appropriate help with information 
use as required 
 Collaboratively develop and implement coherent, 
curriculum-based information literacy learning 
 Provide timely, user-friendly assistance  
 Widely promote learning support services, online 
tutorials, guides to international students 
 Develop own information literacy 
 Extend own cultural knowledge and linguistic 
proficiency   
Affective responses 
 Recognise and share feelings about using online 
resources 
 Identify, respond empathetically to students’ 
thoughts and feelings about using information and 
learning in online environments  
 Create information-learning environments that 
foster students’ confidence and success as 
information-using learners   
Reflective responses 
 Reflect and provide critical feedback on their 
information using and learning experiences 
 Model reflective information use, learning and 
teaching 
 Respond constructively to student feedback for 
improving information literacy learning and online 
resources 
Languages-Cultures 
 Develop linguistic and cross-cultural fluency 
 Develop interpersonal confidence to access 
support and participate in collaborative learning 
 Incorporate international information sources and 
examples in learning and assessment  
 Adopt clear communication style (oral and written)  
 Explain complex terms, learning and assessment 
requirements, academic conventions   
 Share knowledge of local (Australian) culture  
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Discussion: An inclusive informed learning response 
 
The preceding word picture and critical findings have highlighted the experiences and needs 
of international students as information-using learners. This final section considers the 
limitations and contribution and of the research and the implications of the findings for 
educators.  It concludes by suggesting the development of an inclusive informed learning 
approach. 
 
Contribution and limitations 
As with any qualitative research, the study has several limitations.  Since this study focuses 
on the information using experiences of 25 individuals, the findings are not representative of 
international students in Australia, or elsewhere; nor do they allow comparison between the 
experiences of international and domestic students. Thus, the findings are intended to be 
descriptive and indicative, rather than predictive or generalisable. By offering personalized, 
contextualised insights about international students’ resource-using approaches, the findings 
alert educators to international students’ varied strengths, challenges and information literacy 
needs as information-using learners in a culturally diverse context.  
 
The cultural and linguistic diversity of the international student participants called for 
particular researcher sensitivity. The recruitment process proved challenging, and attracted a 
relatively limited number of international student participants, who were possibly more 
confident information users and learners. In addition, cultural and linguistic uncertainties 
posed some communication challenges for data collection and analysis. The observed task 
compensated to some extent, as it enabled individuals to demonstrate rather than explain how 
they used online resources. 
 
In addition, the online information-learning environment is continuously changing. Since data 
collection was completed in 2006, the findings do not reflect continuing developments in 
information and communication technologies, especially the widespread use of Web 2.0 
media. 
 
However, this research touches contemporary trends of internationalisation and online 
learning. It makes three main contributions: to knowledge about international student learning 
experiences and needs; to qualitative research methodology; and to information literacy 
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theory and practice. First, the study’s findings provide fresh, real-life insights about 
international students’ study-related use of online information for study; and they identify 
significant information literacy learning needs. Second, the expanded critical incident 
approach, which was devised for this study, provides a focused means of gathering and 
analysing varied data through student narrative, factual reports, researcher observations and 
documentary evidence. Third, the study’s findings demonstrate the complex nature of using 
(online) information to learn and provide a framework for developing inclusive informed 
learning (Bruce 2008; Bruce and Hughes 2010). 
 
The study also identifies various opportunities for further research. These include: comparing 
the participant international students’ experiences and needs with those of other international 
and domestic students, in different institutions, disciplines, or at later stages of their course, in 
Australia and elsewhere; investigating the impacts of students’ information literacy learning 
at their host university, on their subsequent professional practice or learning; developing 
informed learning curriculum and pedagogy for culturally diverse contexts; and exploring the 
opportunities and challenges of Web 2.0 media in higher education. 
 
Implications for educators 
The complexity of the international students’ resource using experiences and associated 
information literacy learning needs call for an information literacy learning response that is 
inclusive and holistic. As this study demonstrates, international students are not a 
homogeneous group and there is no such person as a typical international student. Rather, 
international students are characterised by their diversity, in terms of their cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds, their previous professional and educational experiences, their 
interactions with online resources, and their thoughts and feelings about using them. Cultural 
and linguistic dimensions are intrinsic to each individual’s experience of using online 
resources, but are not necessarily indicators of learning deficit.  
 
Moreover, the international students of this study are members of an already culturally and 
socially diverse Australian student population (DEEWR n.d.). In their transition to university 
they often experience similar challenges to those experienced by international students 
elsewhere (Ryan 2005) and also by domestic students (Nelson and Kift 2005). Irrespective of 
their origins, students need support in developing familiarity with their university’s 
Hughes, H. (2012). International students using online information resources to learn: Complex experience and needs.          20 
information-learning environment, especially with regard to learning media and styles, 
information resources and technologies, academic conventions, sources of help, and roles of 
librarians and other educators. The effects of information overflow and online access 
problems are common among Internet users of all backgrounds. Similarly information 
literacy imbalance (Hughes, Bruce and Edwards 2007) is widespread. The tendency of this 
study’s participants to use popular online tools such as Google rather than academic online 
resources, is also noted among international students elsewhere (Mehra and Bilal 2007; Liao, 
Finn and Lu 2007) and general university student populations (Head and Eisenberg 2010; 
Lorenzo and Dziuban 2006; OCLC 2005).  
 
The study’s critical findings provide a framework for an inclusive informed learning response 
(Bruce 2008; Bruce and Hughes 2010) which would attend to students’ whole experience: 
their strengths as well as their challenges, their thoughts and feelings as well as their practical 
information needs. It would support the integration of information literacy into the 
curriculum across disciplines, to ensure coherence, continuity, relevance and timeliness. The 
key aim would be to redress the information literacy imbalance by: expanding students’ 
awareness of the variety of online resources and tools available to them; developing 
conceptual understandings about information; and promoting critical and strategic 
information using approaches for self-directed and reflective learning. This approach would 
emphasise scholarly practices rather than discrete skills by incorporating academic writing 
(eg. literature review), conventions (eg. referencing) and processes (eg. critical analysis). 
Educators would present a global perspective by incorporating international examples and 
resources into learning and assessment, encouraging students to draw on their varied cultural 
knowledge and linguistic fluency and explore social conditions of the host country.   
 
Fostering diversity as learning opportunity, the envisaged response would inclusively draw 
international students into the educational mainstream rather than differentiate them as a 
special needs group. It would also promote inclusivity among educators across disciplines 
and professional specialities. The varied nature of the international students’ learning needs, 
which include critical information use, academic practices and language development, call 
for collaborative initiatives.  Partnerships between lecturers, information professionals, and 
language and learning advisers would enrich students’ information literacy learning and 
facilitate its integration into the curriculum (for example, see Peacock  2008). Finally, the 
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findings suggest that educators need to continuously develop their own information literacy 
and cultural fluency in order to fully support their students’ learning.  
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper has revealed the complexity of international students’ experience of using online 
information resources to learn and extensive information literacy learning needs. As a way 
forward, the critical findings support the development of an inclusive informed learning 
approach which would respond holistically to the identified strengths and challenges of 
international students. This approach would aim to enhance international students’ critical 
information use, scholarly practices and familiarity with the information-learning 
environment of their host university. To achieve full potential, this approach would involve 
cross-disciplinary collaboration between academics, information professionals and language 
and learning advisers. While the study is situated in Australia and focuses on international 
students, the envisaged inclusive informed learning approach could benefit students generally 
in culturally diverse on-line intensive learning environments.  
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